A Guide to Preserving Farmland
through the Centre County
Purchase of Agricultural Conservation
Easement (PACE) Program

Centre County’s Preserved Farmland
Agricultural Security Areas are designed to protect your rights when it comes to farming operations.
If your farm is enrolled in an ASA, you’re protected from your municipality’s ordinances
that govern noise and odors. Being in an agricultural security area of 500 acres
or more is the first requirement of applying for preservation.

What Can Enrolling in an ASA Do for You?
This map of preserved farms and Agricultural Security
Areas – what we call ASAs -- illustrates Centre County’s
commitment to preserving the right to farm and your
prime farmland.
Currently in Centre County, we have ASAs in 19
municipalities – a total of 85,088 acres. The largest ASAs
are in Ferguson Township with more than 15,000 acres
and Potter Township with more than 11,000 acres.
The more farmland we have enrolled in an ASA,
the more farms that will be eligible to preserve. That
means more preserved farmland we can cluster together
to keep developers at bay. You can’t have preserved farms
without ASAs.
To qualify for farmland preservation, the first
requirement is to be enrolled in an ASA of 500 acres
or more.

To create an ASA, a group of farmers who collectively
owns 250 or more acres petitions their township
supervisors to establish one.
Participation in an ASA is completely voluntary.
Additional farm owners can enroll through your
supervisors at any time. If your farm is enrolled, you
commit to remain in the ASA for at least seven years
before you can withdraw.
Within the ASA, only landowners of preserved farms
— because they have sold their development rights —
are prohibited from developing their properties. The
larger the acreage in an ASA, the more beneficial it is
to your neighbors that may wish to preserve their
farmland forever.
We like to see farms enrolled in ASAs for two reasons:
to protect your right to farm, and to make it possible
to preserve your farm.
If you are interested in preserving your farm so that
it remains undeveloped farmland forever, read on.

Centre County (PA) PACE Program
Centre County’s Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easement (PACE) Program actively preserves
farmland by compensating landowners for the development rights you give up when you place
an Agricultural Conservation Easement on your property. Initiated in 1989 in accordance with Act 149,
Centre County’s program is administered by its Agricultural Land Preservation Board.

Who Administers the PACE Program
The Centre County Agricultural Land Preservation Board
(CCALPB) preserves the prime agricultural soils of Centre
County by purchasing agricultural conservation easements
within municipal Agricultural Security Areas.
The ALPB is supported in this work by the Centre County
Planning and Community Development Office, Senior
Planner/Agricultural Land Preservation Coordinator
Diana Griffith, and Secretary Stacy Mann.
The nine members appointed to three-year terms
by the Board of Commissioners include four farmers,
one township supervisor or borough council member,
one commercial, industrial or residential building
contractor, and three other members.
Its members include Thomas E. Boldin, Chair; Dennis E.
Buffington; Cindy B. Harding; James Heckman; Diane
Homan; Joseph Homan; Ronald J. Hoover; Thomas F.
Songer, III, Ralph Wheland, and Commissioner Mark
Higgins, Ex-Officio.

Diana Griffith

Eligibility
To be eligible for the PACE Program, farms must:
•
•

Funding
•
Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture grants
traditionally fund the PACE program, along with
matching funds from Centre County and from local
municipalities as their budgets allow. The program
also draws on interest collected from Clean and Green
property conversions to purchase Agricultural
Conservation Easements.

Preserved Farmland Remains Privately Owned
The PACE program aims to preserve productive agricultural
land for future use by purchasing the development rights
from each approved farmland preservation applicant.
Owners of PACE preserved farms retain ownership
of their land. The land can still be passed down or sold
for agricultural purposes, but each subsequent owner
must adhere to the farm’s easement restrictions.
The owner also retains the right to a one-time
subdivision, which may include building one residence in
addition to those on the property at the time of appraisal.
The purchase of development rights allows the farmer
to recoup the difference between the value of the land
for development purposes and its value as farmland.

Stacy Mann

•

•

Be located in an established Agricultural Security
Area of 500 acres or more
Be contiguous acreage of at least 50 acres in size,
unless the tract is at least 10 acres in size and is
contiguous to a farm that has already been preserved
— or if its operator grows a crop that is unique
to the area
Contain 50 percent of soils that are in active
agricultural production and are of capability
Classes I through IV
If harvested cropland, be capable of producing
sustained yields per acre equal to the county average
yield per acre for that crop as published by the
Pennsylvania Agricultural Statistical Service (PASS)
For crop yields not reported by PASS, the farm’s
owner must demonstrate a history of sustained
yields by providing information concerning the
volume of farm sales over two years

For more information, contact Diana Griffith at
(814) 355-6791 or dlgriffith@centrecountypa.gov

Farm Selection
Because funds are limited, the CCALPB aims to preserve
2 - 3 farms a year. Using a LESA (Land Evaluation Site
Assessment) software program to score and rank
applicant farms, the evaluation assigns weighted
scores to a parcel based on these criteria:
•
•
•
•

The quality of its soils
Potential to attract developers
Potential for clustering with
surrounding preserved land
Farmland productivity

Centre County’s Ag Land Coordinator schedules stewardship visits to each of the farms that rank first, second
and sometimes third on the wait list of active applicants.

In cooperation with the Centre County Conservation
District Office, she reviews each farm’s conservation
plan, interviews the landowners about their farming
practices and long-term goals for their land, and
presents their applications to the CCALPB.
If the CCALPB approves moving forward with the
application, the Board authorizes an appraisal for each
of the selected farms by a specialist in Pennsylvania farm
appraisals.
The Ag Land Coordinator reevaluates every applicant
annually so that applicants can continue to move up
on the wait list. Those next to farms that have been
preserved usually move closer to the top of the list
each year, barring changes such as the rezoning
of agricultural land to residential.

Agricultural Conservation Easements
Agricultural Conservation Easements protect farmland from development by adding restrictions
to a recorded deed. Landowners of preserved farms retain your ownership but give up the right
to develop your land. Subsequent landowners must adhere to the same easement restrictions.

Easement Holders

Restrictions and Terms

The PACE program is supported by the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania and Centre County, and may also draw
on municipal and federal contributions. All funding
contributors are joint holders and stewards of the Deed
of Easement on the preserved farm.

PACE easements limit subdivision, non-agricultural
development, and other uses that are inconsistent
with agricultural use. PACE easements are legally
binding on all future landowners. These restrictions
must be carried over completely and verbatim in all
subsequently recorded deeds conveying an interest
in the land. PACE easements are “perpetual,” meaning
their restrictions are binding forever.

Easement Value
The amount that landowners are paid in exchange
for their development rights is the “easement value.”
This value is the difference between the value of the
property for development, and the value of the property
for agriculture, as determined by an appraisal.

Easement Costs
The Centre County Agricultural Land Preservation Board
(CCALPB) pays for all of the easement’s incidental costs,
including the appraisal, survey, title search, recording fees,
advertising and postage fees.

Easement Process
The easement process can take up to a year or longer
to complete.
The Centre County Agricultural Land Preservation Board
selects a farm for purchase by authorizing an appraisal
for the farm. The landowner submits a $1,500 deposit
to be held in escrow.
The Board presents an offer based on the appraisal and
an Agreement of Sale (AOS) to be signed by the applicant.
If the applicant accepts the offer and signs the AOS, the
application will proceed to the Pennsylvania Agricultural
Land Preservation Board for approval. Should the applicant
decide not to proceed with the easement after the
appraisal, the deposit will not be returned.
If the State Board approves the application, it moves
into the closing phase. At closing, the landowner signs
the Deed of Easement and receives payment for the
purchased easement area. The deposit check is returned
to the applicant. After closing, the Agricultural Land
Preservation Coordinator records the Deed of Easement
with the complete list of restrictive terms of the easement.

Retained Rights
Landowners retain title to their property and can still
farm, restrict public access, use the land as collateral
for a loan, or sell your property. Land subject to an
easement remains on the local tax rolls. Landowners
continue to be eligible for state and federal farm
programs.
PACE easements allow for the construction of one
additional residential structure in the protected area.
The protected area may also be subdivided one time.

Inspections and Monitoring
The CCALPB staff inspect easements annually to ensure
they comply with restrictions. If the Federal government is a partner on the easement, NRCS may conduct
separate annual inspections. The CCALPB also monitors
easement properties for development, conveyance, and
subdivision activity.

Easement Placement Process
The easement placement process can take up to a year or longer to complete. Below is a step-by-step guide
to what you can expect if your farm is selected to move forward, including an appraisal and survey.

Application and Evaluation
Centre County maintains a ranked list of active applicants
— those who are operating under approved conservation
plans. It can take years to move up on the waitlist.
To ensure that qualifying landowners have that
opportunity, Centre County’s Ag Land Preservation
Coordinator runs a new evaluation on each active
applicant every year.
As she determines which farms score first, second and
even third on the list, she schedules a stewardship visit
to each farm -- usually accompanied by a representative
from the Centre County Conservation District Office.
If the farm operator’s practices are consistent with the
conservation plan on file, she presents the application
to the Centre County Agricultural Land Preservation
Board (CCALPB). Otherwise it goes on hold to give
the landowner time to make any necessary changes.

Easement Appraisal
If the CCALPB authorizes an appraisal to move the application forward, the landowner signs an Appraisal Authorization Form and provides a $1,500 deposit. The CCALPB will
request an appraisal of the property by Agrarian Associates, Inc., a specialist in farm appraisals around the State.

Agreement of Sale
The appraiser will determine the farm’s market value
before and after easement, and arrive at a price per acre
for the purchase of the landowner’s development rights.
This price typically ranges between $2,200 to a maximum
of $4,000 per acre. The average price for development
rights on prime farmland in Centre County is $2,336 per
acre. To accept the CCALPB’s offer based on the appraisal,
the landowner signs an Agreement of Sale.

Survey

Next Steps: Preparing for Pennsylvania
Agricultural Land Preservation Board Approval
After the surveyor completes his or her work, the Ag
Land Preservation Coordinator completes the application process in preparation for the Pennsylvania Agricultural Land Preservation Board’s final review and approval.
She uploads documents to the PA Bureau of Farmland
Preservation’s PA Farmland site, including the Agreement
of Sale, Survey, Title Commitment, detailed maps and
various other required documents, and updates these
as needed throughout the process.
When the State confirms that the application is on
the Board’s agenda, she notifies the parcel’s adjoining
landowners by certified mail that the application is
going before the Board.
The authority to challenge a recommendation for
farmland preservation is limited. Section 141(e)(1)
of the Agricultural Security Law describes the boundaries
of this authority:
The State Board may reject a county’s recommendation to purchase an agricultural conservation easement
whenever:
(i) The recommendation does not comply with a county
program certified and approved by the State Board
of purchasing agricultural conservation easements.
(ii) Clear title cannot be conveyed.
(iii) The farmland which would be subject to the
agricultural conservation easement is not located
within a duly established agricultural security area
established or recognized under this act.
(iv) The allocation of a county established pursuant
to subsection (h) is exhausted or is insufficient to pay
the purchase price.

When a landowner accepts the CCALPB’s offer and signs
(v) Compensation is not provided to owners
the Agreement of Sale, the Board publishes a Request
of surface-mineable coal distributed or affected
for Proposal (RFP) to solicit bids for the farm’s survey.
by the creation of such easement.
The CCALPB awards the bid and the Ag Land Coordinator
notifies the winning bidder. When the surveyed acreage
is determined, the Agreement of Sale will likely be adjusted
For more information, contact Diana Griffith at
to reflect the final purchase price. The landowner will sign
(814) 355-6791 or dlgriffith@centrecountypa.gov
additional paperwork for the application at this time.

Closing
Four to six months after the State Board approves the
application, the Pennsylvania Treasury office, Centre
County, and any contributing municipality or non-profit
organization, notify the Ag Land Preservation Coordinator
that they are ready to issue checks to the landowner for
the purchase of the easement. At this time, she schedules
a closing date and time that is agreeable to the farm
owner and the closing agent. The entire easement process
typically takes one year or so after the CCALPB authorizes
an appraisal to move the application forward.

Stewardship

Should you plan to exercise your right to one residential
subdivision -- to build one residence in addition to any
houses in existence at the time of appraisal -- you’ll
want to make sure you have recorded right-of-way
to its location so that none of the property becomes
landlocked for future owners.

Questions to Consider
•
•
•
•

•
Once a farm is preserved, it is farmland forever and can
never be developed. At closing, the landowner commits
to keeping that land in agricultural operations, maintaining farm practices consistent with the conservation plan
•
on file, and adhering to the restrictions of the agricultural
conservation easement. Once preserved, there is no going
back. No subsequent owner of the land can take it out of
preservation or violate its easement restrictions for any
•
reason. The joint holders of the easement — the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Centre County, and any contributing municipality or non-profit organization, is responsible
for monitoring, maintaining enforcing the easement
restrictions.
•

Planning Your Future

Placing an agricultural conservation easement on your
farm will permanently determine how its future owners
will be able to use the land.
Before you sign the Agreement of Sale, consider how
the easement will affect your tax liability or property
restrictions in the future. The CCALPB highly
recommends that you consult with a financial
adviser and legal counsel.

•

Do you have a transition plan for your property?
Will you split ownership among your children?
Do you have plans to subdivide your property?
Do you want to build additional residences on
your property?
Do you have plans to create any kind of commercial
agricultural enterprise? Certain types of commercial
activity may be allowed under your easement (with
approval).
Do you want to exclude any acreage to reserve
for non-compliant uses such as additional
residences, commercial purposes, development,
or subdivision?
How would you like to receive payment? Your
options may include a lump sum, installments,
or a 1031 exchange, which allows you to purchase
another similar property using the proceeds from
your purchased easement.
How will you invest your payment? Does your
mortgage lender require a payoff from the proceeds
of your easement? If not, your lender will need to
complete and sign a notarized subordination
agreement. Otherwise, a no-payoff letter or intent
to payoff letter will be required.
If no payoff is required, you are free to invest the
money any way you like -- in new ag buildings or
farm equipment, an additional residence if you are
approved to build, to pay off debt, or to buy another
farm.

Municipal Partnership Program
Municipal partnerships allow the Centre County Agricultural Land Preservation Board
(CCALPB) to leverage municipal dollars to preserve more prime farmland acres faster.
By helping the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and Centre County place an agricultural conservation
easement on a farm, participating municipalities demonstrate their investment in farmers in their
communities and also jointly hold the development rights to each farm they preserve.

Benefits

Funding Commitment

•
•
•
•
•
•

Municipal officials can either commit funds as a lump
sum without assigning them to a specific farm, or
select a farm within their municipality from the ranked
list. Municipal commitments do not expire, and the
municipality holds them until it’s time to close on the
agricultural conservation easement.

•
•

Maximize township preservation funds
Preserve more acreage in your township, faster
Leverage State and Federal Funding
Lessen the tax burden on the community
Become a partner on the easement
Contribute without incurring the incidental costs
of preserving the property (appraisal, survey,
recording fees and such); those are paid by the
County and reimbursed by the State
Employ County resources, experience, and
administrative support
Access to the County’s long-term monitoring and
enforcement reports

Process
In January of each year, the CCALPB certifies available
funding with the Pennsylvania Bureau of Farmland
Preservation. This certification in part determines the
State’s funding allocations to each County. The greater
the amount the Centre County Board of Commissioners
certifies, the greater the State’s match will be.
Prior to the annual certification date, officials of contributing municipalities are asked to send a letter indicating
how much they plan to commit to preserving farmland in
their respective townships. The municipality dedicates this
amount to farmland preservation, but holds the money
until the landowners close on their easements. At that time
the municipality will issue a check to be presented to the
landowner. Municipal funds only support the preservation
of farms within that contributing municipality.

Farm Selection
Centre County’s Ag Land Preservation Coordinator
annually ranks active PACE program applicants by a set
of Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) Criteria.
She shares this ranked list with the CCALPB and with
contributing municipalities to start the process of committing funds to preserve the top-ranked farms selected for
preservation. The CCALPB may purchase easements by
combining municipal funds with County, State and Federal
dollars.

Become a Participating Municipality
Any municipality with established Agricultural Security
Areas are encouraged to participate in the Municipal
Partnership Program. The CCALPB will provide
a Memorandum of Understanding to any interested
township officials. Officials are asked to send their
funding commitment letters by January 1 of the
commitment year. A template is available. The ranked
list will be provided as it becomes available.

